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Building Community and Political Support for Small Schools

Focus Group Model

Building community and political support is a cornerstone of creating and sustaining successful small schools.  By community, we mean faculty, students, parents, community organizations, faith-based organizations, business, school committees, city councils, state legislators, and the media.  One way to begin to build this support is through conducting focus groups on what schooling needs to look like in order to successfully educate all students.  In this focus group model, 6-10 people are brought together by a facilitator and led through a series of questions.  With larger groups, a team of facilitators could run multiple groups.  Do not give the questions to participants in advance; read them and write them up on chart paper one at a time as you discuss them.  For each of the questions, each person in the group has a chance to respond, with the responses listed up on chart paper (start with a different person for each question).  

Focus Group Questions

1) What are the important changes in our world over the last 25 years?

2) What is now most important for our graduates to know and be able to do?

3) How will we know if they know these things?

4) Given your responses to the first questions, how would you change schools as they currently are?

5) How would you involve the community more in the schools that you create?

This process has been successfully used across the country with hundreds of focus groups, spanning the community and political groups listed above.  Inevitably, the responses to the questions have led people to the conclusion that, given the vast political, social, and technological changes that have occurred in recent years, high school graduates must master a far different set of complex skills, habits of mind, and concepts, that this knowledge must be assessed in multiple ways, and that schooling needs to be radically reshaped to ensure that all students successfully demonstrate mastery over this new knowledge. 

In conducting these types of focus groups, it is important to have a facilitator who has prior experience in conducting them and who has already established a level of trust within the community.

(adapted from Tony Wagner of the Leadership Change Group, Harvard Graduate School of Education)

